Not-Quite-Live Entertainment 


Pizza Place Purveys Pizzazz 


By Diane Stafford 
‘Star Business & Financial Writer 
The management doesn't want you 
to get the idea that its pizza isn’t good 
enough to sell itself. But unless you've 
been to Disneyland, you won't believe 
the entertainment hauled out to help 
market the area’s newest restaurant. 
Those familiar with Disney's Coun- 
try Bear Jamboree are a step up on 
less traveled folk, who should be suit- 
ably awed at the opening March 2 of 
ShowBiz Pizza Place in the Antioch 
jing Center. 
first of a fledgling chain of res- 
taurants planning to make its head- 
quarters here, Showbiz goes 10 Twenti- 
eth Century steps beyond the straw- 
hatted, banjo-plucking entertainment 
previously offered by a pizza purvey- 
or. 


At ShowBiz, families will be served 
70 electronic games in one room of the 
8,000-square-foot facility, and, in 
another room, the piece de resistance: 
a five-piece, not-quite-live animated 
animal band. 

Billy Bob, a six-foot-tall bear, and 
his four cohorts, the Wolfpack Five, 
are a computerized, three-dimension- 
al combo installed to entertain diners. 

Performing with Billy Bob are Fats 
Gorilla, a simian pianist; Dingo Starr, 
the doggie drummer; Wolfman, the 
wolf sounds like the famed announcer 
Wolfman Jack and acts as the emcee; 
and Mini Mozzarella, a mousey rendi- 
tion of Minnie Pearl. 

The Wolfpack is the creation of 
Aaron Fechter, wunderkind inventor 
who at 26 heads his own company, 
Creative Engineering Inc. 


The Orlando, Fla., company is the 
birthplace of Fechter’s ‘‘Electronima- 
tion” entertainment shows. Believed 
to be the only commercial competitor 
of the Disney empire in this type of 
animation, Creative Engineering be- 
gan selling its shows to amusement 


the International Association of 
Amusement Parks and Attractions, 
fatten oft ae Macaearnand 
tent ement 
Inc. A month later, TIM had exclusive 
rights to the Wolfpack Five, as far as 
the restaurant business is concerned. 


ShowBiz Pizza will be owned and op- 
erated by a newly created company, 
with TIM owning 80 percent and Crea- 
tive Engineering, 20 percent. 

TIM is the nation's largest franchi- 
see of Holiday ane and the first devel- 
oper of the Holiday Inn Holidome con- 
cept, an indoor family entertainment 
center. 

Stan Emerson, a TIM publicity 
agent in Topeka, calls ShowBiz Pizza 
Place “a logical extension” of the 
Sat lhe interests. 

y a pizza restaurant? 

“Pizza is obviously a popular food, 
but the main ci here is entertain- 
ment,” Emerson said. ‘You have a 


natural wail period with pizza, sc 
while waiting for family food you gel 
family entertainment." 


In a telephone interview from Orlan- 
do, where he was putting finishing 
touches on the programming for the 
Wolfpack Five, Fechter placed the 
value of his animated troupe al 
$200,000—a sum that Emerson notec 
“could build another restaurant.” 

The new company is confident the 
Wolfpack will croon its way into the 
hearts of area diners while the pizza is 
wending its way to their stomachs 
The Antioch Shopping Center facility 
is to be one of three ShowBiz restau: 
rants in the Kansas City area, witt 
others planned for 107th and Metcalf ir 
Johnson County and Noland Road ir 
Independence. 

Tom DeCoursey, a local publicity 

ent for the restaurant, said othe: 

Biz facilities are scheduled t 
open this year in Orlando and Jackson 
ville, Fla.; Des Moines; Chicago; New 
Orleans; and Baton Rouge, La. Subse 
ent openi are planned in Tulsa 
maha, "Topeka and Chicago, he said. 

The Antioch center location, forme: 
site of a grocery store, also will be the 
national training center for ShowBi: 
employees. 

With the style of an inventor at east 
with his product, Fechter offered as 
surances about the animated band an 
their sometimes-humorous, some 
times-musical shows: 

“The training required to operat: 
them isn’t very extensive. They're de 
signed so the end user only has to pres: 
a Eunoa: Plus, there's a step-by-stej 
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technique to find out what's wrong, if 
something does go wrong. If there's an 
emergency, we can have someone 
“Greative Engineering has designed 
reative 

six different shows for the Antok ros- 
taurant, each running about four 
minutes long. Additional shows will 
follow, said Melvin Fechter, company 
treasurer, who said he actually pre- 
fers the title “Dad.” 

“Aaron lives at the plant—really, he 
has a room here,” “Dad” said. “He 
puts in 18 hours a day on the job, so 
why not live here.” 

The rapid pace of the TIM negotia- 
tions restaurant development, the 
senior Fechter said, accelerated the 
company's normal schedule, which 
has been to take about att months to 
tum out new characters and new 
shows. 

“It basically takes the same time to 
make one new character as it takes to 
make a hundred of it,” he said. “Each 
has to go through fiberglass, mechan- 
ics, artwork, programming steps that 
have to be done successively. Aaron 
and the mechanics department are 
working on standardization proce- 
dures now that will speed up the proc- 
Aaron Fechter said he'll put his 
creations up against Disney charac- 
ters any day as far as quality is con- 
cerned. And, he said, he'd wager that 
his shows will be “better accepted by 
the public because we have a more up- 
tempo pace. We've got rock and roll 
from the '50s and '60s."" 

Oh yes, ShowBiz also will feature a 
salad bar, soft drinks and beer. 


Computerized combos liven up ShowBiz Pizza Places 


Billy Bob is only ane of Aaron Fechter’s creations 


KJ 


Wolfpack 
Creator Is 


Whizkid 


By Diane Stafford 
Star Business & Financial Wrter 
A few words about Aaron Fechter, the 26-year-old 
whizkid creator of the Wolfpack Five: 


At age 4, he took radios apart. At 5, he put them back 
together. A grade-school TV repair business closed be- 
cause he “couldn't lift the sets.” In early high school he 
started a fire in his bedroom with an electrical invention. 


Fechter was graduated from the University of South 
Florida at age 19. His degree was in finance because he 
ee engineering “kind of bored (him) at the college 
level." 


Once out of school, he sold real estate to earn money 
for a patent search on a new kind of electronic relay. In 
1974, he built a car that carried two people and got 90 miles 


to the gallon. He invented a low-cost swimming pool clean- 
er powered by a garden hose. 

Six years ago, he organized Creative Engineering Inc. 
as a “think tank,” handling such troubling ing 
tasks as washing oranges. Five years ago, he built his first 
animated show and began assembling a team of computer 
programmers, costumer designers, writers, musicians, 
artists and sound technicians. 

What's ahead? 

“I think ‘Electronimation’ will end up in nightclubs as 
entertainment for adults,” Fechter said. “I think, eventu- 
ally, we can program characters for drama, for plays, 
like a serious performance of Shakespeare. But that's way 
in the future. Before that, we may need comical perfor- 
pe of Shakespeare to accustom audiences to the 
idea." 


NOT-QUITE-LIVE ENTERTAINMENT 
PIZZA PLACE PURVEYS PIZZAZZ 
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